
SUMMARY.

MEDIco-LEoh.x� OPINION GIVEN IN A SUIT IN REFERENCE TO THR

NULLITY OF A WILL, BY REASON OF MENTAL ALIENATIOIc.-DEYINI-

TIWI OF DEMENTIA. Br M. AUBANEL. -The medico-legal opinion

here given has reference to one of those cases around which various

contending interests and conflicting judgments group themselves. The

solution was a difficult one, and M. Aubanel has given evidence of rare

acuteness in making apparent from an intricate labyrinth the relations

of law and medicine. To all the facts in the case M. Aubanel has

attached their appropriate value. He groups them, brings them to-

gether, and, separating them from all obscurity, transforms each of

them into positive proof. He shows with wonderful perspicuity the

numerous modifications of the disease. We see it exhibited at first in

the condition of maniacal excitement, then of true mania with an

accession of fury, and, at length, in the midst of these confused phe-

nomena, a remission unexpectedly occurring, which might be mistaken

for recovery, when, in fact, the patient was already in a state of de-

mentia. The definition and history of dementia is so remarkably clear

that we quote it verbatim.

“Dementia is not mania (folie), properly speaking, though it often

forms its termination. It declares itself, whether followed by paralysis

or not, more especially if accompanied by paralytical phenomena, when

the cerebral irritation, by its continuity, its persistence, and its intensity,

ends by inducing material alteration in the brain. In many cases the

symptoms of dementia occur primarily; but, whether it be consecutive

to mania, or whether it develop itself as an essential disease, we may

consider it, so to speak, as a wearing-out of the brain, as senility antici-

pated, or as a state of puerility. Mental operations become sluggish,

dim, and feeble. Memory, especially that of recent events, is gradu-

ally weakened. The patient preserves well the recollection of his

name, of his characteristics, and of those things which have pre-occu-

pied his attention, or which constituted the peculiar habits of his life.

But even this remembrance is often confused, and it is necessary, ordi-

narily, to fix his attention, to offer suggestions in order to obtain the
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clearness we solicit. Impressions are always more or less fugitive;

they are rapidly effaced, leaving but slight traces of their manifestations.

“In dementia there are often momentary emotions of tenderness;

tears are aroused on the occasion of a request or remembrance; but they

are extinguished in a few moments, and there follows, immediately,

in many cases, excessive laughter, a feeling of joy, of satisfaction, and

of happiness. The demented person exhibits neither spontaneity nor

energy, and thought must be solicited in order to have its manifesta-

tions. Volition, that faculty of the first order, is remarkably impaired.

It is but a shadow of what previously existed, and it no longer governs,

perceptibly, the determination of the individual. From the demented

man we may obtain all that we wish; we may guide all his actions;

yielding, at one moment, without resistance to those about him, on

the very same day, or a period afterwards of greater or less duration,

he decides contrary to those promises, and yields to another influence

which has been exerted over him, retaining no recollection of what he

has promised. Freedom of the will (le libre arbitre) is greatly

weakened in this form of cerebral affection, and is more so than in

mania, properly so called. In mania, an intermission of the disease

may occur, or a prolonged lucid interval, as of a day between two

nights, to quote an expression from D’Aguesseau. Yet, in dementia,

though there may be at times suitable replies and moments of clear-

ness on various subjects, true intermission is impossible, and never

occurs. The unimportant manifestations here mentioned are not to be

confounded with the lucid intervals recognized by law, where thought

resumes all its energy, volition all its control, and intelligence its power

and perspicuity. Some authors have conceded an intermittent demen-

tia; but that form of disease which they have designated under this

name is nothing other than intermittent mania, or, properly speaking,

a farm of acute dementia which bears no resemblance to chronic de-

mentia, and which modern science denominates stupidit#{233}. Psycholo-

gists have had reason to distinguish these two forms of disease as

essentially different from each other, for the reason that intermission is

sometimes observable in the former, and never in the latter. Dementia

is, sometimes, susceptible of amelioration, but this alteration is far

from permanent. It constitutes only the semblance of cure; and if

the patient is carefully watched during these periods, though so happy

in appearance, there is always discernible a lesion, more or less marked,

of the will, and an impairment of the intellect.
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“Such are the principal characteristics in various degrees which the

mental faculties present in dementia. To appreciate, fully, the moral

characteristics indicated it requires acquaintance with them, and expe-

rience derived from observation. We can form no judgment from a

first visit, nor a single interrogation; it is necessary to prolong the ex-

amination for several days, to scrutinize all the daily actions of the

patient, and to live, as it were, with him, in order to understand his

mental condition. Domestics, parents, persons living in the house are

excellent judges, and, though the interest which might govern them in

their declarations, as well as other causes of error which could deceive

them, should be taken into account, all the information which they are

able to furnish ought to be most carefully gathered.”

M. Aubanel completes this definition of dementia by a statement of

the opinions of other physicians, of Pinel, Esquirol, Foville, Calmeil,

and adds those of lawyers, of D’Aguesseau, and especially that of M.

Sacaze, counselor at the court of appeals at Amiens, who, in an excel-

lent memorial upon “Insanity, considered in its connection with Civil Ca-

pacity,” recognizes in mental alienation two ptincipal forms, one where

there exists passive impairment of the understanding characterized by

cerebral weakness, and the other where there is an active lesion marked

by irregular exuberance of manner, or increased intellectual activity.

In the form first mentioned lucid intervals are not to be expected.

D’Aguesseau has already maintained that rational peri.ds, possible in

some varieties of mania, were never to be observed in dementia, and

that the lucid moments, admitted by the Roman law, had reference to

the form of mental disease first mentioned above, and not to those who

are meats capti.

Apropos to the work of M. Sacaze, which we have cited, M. Aubanel

justly accords a tribute of praise to this distinguished jurisconsult, who

deplores the practice magistrates have of never recurring in civil mat..

ters to the experience of physicians having care of the insane, and

alone competent in questions of this nature; and he considers, with

reason, magistrates’ examinations and inquests as insufficient, in many

cases, for the recognition of insanity. He would, for example, in

affairs relative to a question of lunacy direct that a physician to the

insane should be previously employed to study the capacity of the

patient, to scrutinize his ideas, to analyze his predilections, to inves-

tigate his anterior condition, to seek for the moral and physical causes

which could have affected his reason, to trace out unusual acts which
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may have struck the observation of his friends, and to inform himself

of the character of those acts and their frequency. The judicial ex-

amination, he says, should never take place until after the report of

this special expert. Error would then no longer be possible, magis-

trates having to guide them a certain scientific basis. M. Sacaze en-

deavors, with reason, to demonstrate the advantages civil justice

would derive from following the example of criminal justice, which, in

most of the cases where insanity is suspected, has recourse to eminent

persons in medical science accustomed to observations of the insane.-

Gazette M#{233}dicale.

DELUSION AND SUIcIDE.-We have gathered the following particu-

lars of a case of suicide recently occurring in England, from an English

newspaper. The point of interest in the case is the clear definition of

the delusion in the mind of the unfortunate man which led to his

death. The deceased, at the time of his death, was confined in the

Gloucester county jail, where he was held a prisoner for debt. During

his trial, a short time previous, he had conducted his own defense, and

had given unmistakable evidences of insanity. In the sleeping apart-

ments t)iat were assigned to him he was allowed the use of his knife,

razor, &c. He was found dead upon his bed, with wounds in his throat

and abdomen, and a penknife lying by his side. Three letters were

discovered in a box in his room. The following was addressed to the

governor of the jail.

“I am known to Mr. Herschell, the chaplain, and I have no doubt

he will take the letter addressed to my wife to her home. I will,

however, express my wish, and leave it perfectly optional with him to

comply or not, as he pleases. I should wish him to ask Dr. Williams

to accompany him, by the eleven o’clock train, to Newham, then take

a conveyance and call on Mrs. Jolly, at Littledean, and request her to

accompany them to my wife at Cinderford. Should she not be at

home, she will be at Drybrook, at my sister’s, whither they must fol-

low, and break the intelligence to her as gently as they cnn. I think,

when Dr. Herschell reads my dying affirmation that I am the long-

expected Messiah to his people, he will comply with my request; and,

strange as it may appear, 1 would rather receive such a little favor from

him than I would from a Gentile, even though I am incarcerated at

the suit of the Jews. I do not forget that the veil is yet upon the

mind of the Jews, and when they turn to me the veil will be taken
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away. I have not sealed any of my letters, and yourself and Mr.

Herschell are perfectly welcome to peruse them. I die calmly and

innocently, and in the fullest possession of all my faculties.”

In a letter to the coroner, the deceased, in reference to the inquest

which he expected would be held on his remains, says: “On the one

hand, you will have the solemn assurance that I am the Son of God-

the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world, and on the other the

oppressive, fearful fact,that 1 died by my own hand. You will hardly

dare bring in a verdict of temporary insanity, because of the delibera-

tion, forethought, and predetermination in which it was accomplished,

and because my resurrection from the dead at the end of three days

and three nights would manifest such verdict to be an infamous libel

and blasphemy. There will then remain the other reasons for your

verdict-namely, ftlo de se; and will you bring in such a verdict?

And yet, how can you consistently with your unbelief and hardness of

heart come to any other conclusion 7”

In a letter which the deceased had addressed to his wife, he invoked

her to interfere in no way with the disposal of his body, and abounded

in references to religion and to the delusions under which he was

laboring; fixed his second birth as having taken place in 1852, since

which time he had been coequal with the Deity. The wife of the

deceased, in her evidence before the coroner’s jury, stated that her

husband had had most extraordinary delusions for many years. He

believed he was the Son of God and Elijah, and prophesied the end of

the world. Previous to his going to the lunatic asylum he jumped out

of a window, and said he was going to the Lord. A post-mortem ex-

amination of the body showed a diseased state of the brain, sufficient

to account for the mental aberration.

TWELFTH ANNUAL MEETING OF THE ASSOCIATION OF MEDICAL

SUPERINTENDENTS OF AMERICAN INSTITUTIONS FOR THE INSANE.-At

its Eleventh Annual Meeting, held at Cincinnati, the Association ad-

journed to meet in New York City, on the third Tuesday in May,

1857.

A paper on Moral Insanity, intended for the present number, is

unavoidably deferred until our next issue.




